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SUMMARY 

This analysis of education policy constitutes an attempt to outiine the problem 
of youth unemployment Building on a recognition that structural change in the 
‘society of labourers’ has also affected the social entity ‘young people’, it shows 
tile problems I nherent I n our concept of 1 1 near transiti ons to world ng I ife and the 
need to learn to live with imponderables, by gradually freeing ourselves of the 
illusion of full-time employment and of waiting for things to improve. The ans- 
wer to the question of who is equipped to cope with life will ever less often be 
‘the person with a secure job’ and ever more often ‘the person who is competent 
to handle transitions’. So in the context of youth unemployment, what is needed 
is a change of direction, from a burden-oriented coping paradigm based on a de- 
ficitto a competence-oriented coping paradigm. However, all young people (and 
not only those belonging to special risk categories) need models and concepts 
of success for this new skill. This means that there is a socio-political task fa- 
cing society as a whole, as well as a need for young people affected by unem- 
ployment to cope with their working career. 
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Introduction 

Y oung people today are a generation that has been cheated. They want 
nothing more than to be integrated into working iife, but constantiy expe- 
rience rejection and refusai. in the process, unempioyment has become a 
reaiity in their working career. Many young peopie interpret such experi- 
ences as a misanthropic message: 'Society has no use foryou. You might 
as weii not have been born.' For years they beiieved parents and teachers 
who toid them that 'you (... ) (need to) work hard and ioyaiiy, everyone 
according to his occupation and position, (and) man (... ) (was) born to work 
as birds were born to fiy' (Luther, 1962, p. 21). They iearned thatthis means 
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that success at school and educational qualifications are the main sources 
sustaining later working careers. Now, however, as they seek a trainee- 
ship or a job, they are finding that the 'society of labourers' is displaying an 
increasing shortage of jobs, which affects them. It is not only young peo- 
ple with very limited qualifications who are now encountering such scenar- 
ios. Even high-level educational qualifications no longer guarantee prob- 
lem-free integration into the employment system (Lude, 1998). So it is un- 
derstandable if young people perceive the unsuccessful quest for a trainee- 
ship as a 'prior conviction' imposed on them. Education is supposed to 
be profitable? W hat's the point of my life then, when I work hard at 
school but end up being one of society's losers anyway? T o date young 
people have received virtually no answer to questions like this. Even in a 
society that socialises young people with a view to employment and ex- 
pects them to be willing to work, butatthe same time in reality denies them 
work. It is obvious thata 'late modern double-bind situation' of this kind can 
only lead to fundamental insecurity. 

This analysis of education policy sets out to take up these problem ar- 
eas on the basis of the theory and empirical experience of developmen- 
tal psychology and socio-pedagogy. Building on an initially trivial hypoth- 
esis, namely that structural change in the society of labourers has includ- 
ed the social entity 'young people', against the background of considera- 
tions of developmental psychology and vocational education it shows the 
need for a change of direction for all young people, from a burden-orient- 
ed paradigm to a coping paradigm. 


Our double-bind society 

Whatis oursociety doing, againsta background in which young people are 
being denied a socialisation through to adult existence that is assumed 
to be ongoing? And what are we doing about the fact that we have found 
no answers to the above questions from young people? It is true of the 
German-speaking regions at leastthat we claim, firstly, to be convinced 
that an imminent economic upturn will lead to a decline in unemployment 
and will once again guarantee full employment and training and job secu- 
rity. All that is required for this 'standard' employment relationship to take 
effect for all, and also and in particular for young people to be integrated 
into training and employment, is for sufficient State funds to be expended 
(Thoma, 2003). Secondly, we declare thatyouth unemployment is a prob- 
lem of deviance and that assistance to young people is a state-approved 
remedial exercise, and thereby assure ourselves that we are taking 
youth unemployment seriously, as a most urgent problem. And thirdly, we 
cite the results of the vast body of research, which are always the same, 
and which demonstrate to all of us, particularly the young, the looming ma- 
terial, mental, social and health-related burdens that accompany unem- 
ployment. 
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Although this is notour intention, in perpetuating these patterns of ar- 
gumentwe are spreading a poison thatdoes even more damage to every- 
body. The vocabulary we use alone promotes youth unemploymentatthe 
level of a paradigm based on the individual burden. It is to this that such 
terms refer as 'disadvantaged young people', 'risk trends', 'the fate of in- 
tegration into employment' and the 'educationally disadvantaged' - these 
terms imply that youth unemployment is to be understood as a failure for 
which the individual bears responsibility, a departure from the standard ca- 
reer history. How do young people themselves deal with such inferences? 
For the moment still in a very positive fashion, in that they are still trying to 
live according to their 'career illusions' (Bourdieu, 1990). Despite the 
dark clouds on the horizon, they ignore the structural criteria and effects of 
the labour market. They seek an occupation that has to be their ideal oc- 
cupation, which will be enjoyable, will suit them, and will promote their self- 
development. However, this individual perspective is by no means con- 
fined to young people, but is a 'guide rail' to which late-modern man ori- 
ents himself (Thoma, 2002). 

The truth is that in view of the acute shortage of traineeships, large num- 
bers of young people are denied the development hitherto marked out as 
the norm, and the move from student to worker cannot take place, so 
that the protected educational space is inevitably extended. For this very 
reason, insecurity and uncertainty increase dramatically, and mental reori- 
entation gradually becomes apparent. This may have both positive and 
negative effects. It is positive when reorientation leads to (hesitant) aban- 
donment of the concept of the ideal and to a new, more realistic, orienta- 
tion of vocational ambitions and hence results in stabilisation of mental wel- 
fare (Haeberlin et al., 2005), but it may also lead to increased competi- 
tive pressure and pressure to achieve. However, if the result of the reori- 
entation is that the hitherto optimistic view of one's own ability to take ac- 
tion ('self-effectiveness') is replaced by resignation and retreat, the effects 
are not only negative, but also actively alarming. The individual then seems 
to be pre-programmed to flounder on the contradiction between opportu- 
nities for action and normative orientation. 


The society of labourers as 
a ‘discontinued model’ 

'What we are confronted with is the prospect of a society of labourers with- 
out labour, that is, without the only activity left to them. Surely, nothing could 
be worse.' Today this observation, made by Hannah Arendt in the Prologue 
to her 1958 book The Human Condition, has, with only a few exceptions, 
become a reality for Europe. In fact we are light years away from a mod- 
ern society of labourers in which full employment is the norm. However, 
our society continues to live in accordance with the concept of a stan- 
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dard career history based on paid empioyment, under the premise of fuii 
empioyment (Schmid, 2002; for criticai comment, see aiso Beck, 2005). 
Despite giobaiisation and automation, she sees gainfui empioyment as piv- 
otai and cruciai to success for the individuai in coping with iife, and regards 
aii other areas as iess criticai. Not oniy is work possessed of omnipotent 
significance, but, according to Max Weber (1988), it has aiso actuaiiy be- 
come a reiigion, a post-modern 'meaning of iife'. From the perspective of 
sociai and vocationai education, work is important, firstiy to the deveiop- 
ment of a materiai iiveiihood, and aiso, secondiy, to the deveiopment of a 
personai and sociai identity (Gaiuske, 1986). if everything is subordinated 
to empioyment but there is none, and iife pians are consequentiy put at 
risk, the feasibiiity of this concept threatens to become a fiction. This ap- 
piies notoniy to the working popuiation, butaiso and in particuiarto young 
peopie, to their transition from schooi to working iife and from vocationai 
training to empioyment. However, both transitions are taking piace in a 
manner that is anything but straightforward (isengard, 2001; Meyer etai., 
2003). 

There is a major probiem here, not oniy because statistics show that 
in Europe atieastone in seven young peopie is affected by unempioyment, 
butaiso because this means thatas a resuit this young person is compiete- 
iy unabie to take a cruciai step - to acquire a working identity via integra- 
tion into the aduit worid and preparation fora working career. However, 
ever since Erikson (1974), a working identity - committing oneseif in the 
empioyment sphere - has been regarded as one of the key deveiopment 
tasks for young peopie, which aiso inciude ieaving the parentai home, 
deveioping their own system of standards and vaiues, or starting a reia- 
tionship. if this means that this stage of iife serves to eia borate the key 
eiements of one's personai identity, it seems highiy iikeiy that the funda- 
mentai insecurity brought about by unempioyment must have far-reaching 
consequences on young peopie's deveiopment. in the iightofthe 'end of 
the society of iabourers' (Negt, 1998), is it even possibie for them stiii to 
deveiop such a thing as a working identity and subjective and meaningfui 
work orientations respectiveiy? Orwouid it not be much more sensibieto 
remain 'confused in the sense in which Erikson uses the word, i.e. deiib- 
erateiy not to decide on anything, to avoid commitments and aiso not to 
deveiop any ciear vaiue structures and preferences? Such questions couid 
prove redundant in future. At the very ieast, it can be assumed that owing 
to the structurai change in our society of iabourers, this traditionai modei 
of identity deveiopment can no ionger appiy, and that a working identity 
is being repiaced by an integrity thattends to be geared to the worid of iife. 

Against this background, however, how do young peopie actuaiiy be- 
have? A iook at various studies (Raab, 1996; Steinmann, 2000; Amosa, 
2004; Meyer etai., 2003) shows that from the point of view of deveiopmen- 
tai psychoiogy, superficiaiiy their behaviour is ideai. Y oung peopie work 
activeiy on their work identity, and hence aiso on occupationai seif- 
sociaiisation (Keupp et ai., 2002). initiaiiy they adopt a standard career his- 
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tory pattern. To them, this means striving for vocationai training and sub- 
sequentiy moving on to a permanent fuii-time job. Even more than that, 
they struggie to achieve their ideai job and hoid on to their strongiy occu- 
pation- and work-based thinking. So they experiment in their quest for 
the job they want - to stimuiate smooth, direct integration, they write 
(too) many appiications, butaiso knowingiy acceptdiversions and hoiding 
patterns, is this making iinear transitions a discontinued modei, marking 
the end of the oid order? it wouid aimost seem so, for such iinearity pre- 
supposes normaiity, and in the iight of the many 'now and thens', the 
'both/ands', or the 'neither/nors', normaiity has become unsustainabie. 
Owing to this new dynamic, the constanttoing and froing, these transitions 
have aiso recentiy been christened 'yo-yo' transitions (iris, 2001; du 
Bois-Reymond, 2004). This term represents the increasingiy risky, reversibie 
and unpiannabie transitions, with their constant toing and froing between 
independence and dependence, between adoiescent and aduit status. 
State-sponsored empioyment and bridging programmes aiso constitute a 
fundamentai basis for these yo-yo transitions. Admittediy these programmes 
improve peopie's iotand are undoubtediy justified, but the way in which 
they define their target group means that they reiabei unempioyment as 
an education probiem, deteriorate into hoiding patterns (Gaiuske, 1986), 
and so uitimateiy individuaiise the causes of the probiem. Yo-yo transitions 
are by no means aiways a matter of choice, but are, in the majority of cas- 
es, unavoidabie, and aiso, depending on materiai, sociai and personai 
resources, stigmatise those invoived. 


Empirical experience of youth unemployment 

in our society, the mood on the subject of youth unempioyment is threat- 
ening to reach a new iow point. Anybody who cannot see this shouid 
read the stories in the papers. They provide headiines aimost every day. 
They taik of 'traineeship drama' or 'traineeship disaster' {Die Welt, 2003), 
of 'Anxiety about iiveiihood in the ciassroom' or of a 'Time bomb of un- 
empioyed young peopie' {Bildung Schweiz, 2003). The range of statistics 
and research findings aiso offer a ciear message - in Europe, some 15% 
of young peopie aged 15 to 19 are unempioyed. Out in front are Spain, 
Greece and itaiy with 25% (State Secretariat for the Economy, 2005). in 
Switzeriand, the figures for youth unempioyment are 7.1% in the 20-24 age 
group and approx. 4.1% in the 15-19 age group, which are fairiy iow in com- 
parison with the internationai average, butstiii much too high in terms of 
the thousands of job seekers invoived and the tripiing of rates in the iast 
two years, in addition, a whoie series of negative consequences are con- 
ceaied behind these data, it is true thatsince PiSA (German PiSA Consortium, 
2001) and TREE (Meyer etai., 2003), the two studies of most reievance 
to issues of this kind, they have become part of 'education-poiicy foikiore'. 
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but they are nevertheless impressive. For example, the data show that in 
G ermany, Belgium and Switzerland, it is primarily sex, nationality and ed- 
ucational qualifications that are decisive in whether the transition to a 
regulartraining relationship has a positive outcome. In the 1960s itwas the 
metaphor of the 'working-class Catholic girl from the country' (Peisert, 1967) 
that stood for educational disadvantage, but today it is the weak male stu- 
dent from a 'secondary modern' type school and from an immigrant fami- 
ly who fulfils this role. He is the main loser in the context of modernisation. 
On the other hand (although this statement possesses empirical validity 
only for Switzerland), the young male national continues to have the best 
opportunities, even if he has not achieved excellent educational qualifica- 
tions or if he already has behind him a lengthy phase of getting his bear- 
ings (Haeberlin etal., 2005). This does not however, apply to young women, 
who are subject to much stricter criteria. We know, for example, from the 
German Shell study (2002) orthe Anglo-Saxon study focusing on Europe 
by Warner Weil etal. (2005) that many young people, particularly girls, feel 
threatened by the problem of unemployment long before they complete 
their compulsory education. For 12-18-year-olds, the fear of one day be- 
ing without a job is now stronger than any other fear. However, almost 50% 
describe work as the most important or second most important of five ar- 
eas of life (family, work, community association activities/friends, leisure 
time, religion). Thus the data also show clearly that nowadays the tradition- 
al formula according to which being young means being cool and unen- 
cumbered no longer applies, or applies only superficially. This is indicated 
by the relevant research studies (Kieselbach, 2001; Richter, 2004; Imdorf, 
2005; Reissig, 2005), which showthateven brief experience of involuntary 
unemployment leaves young people with traces of insecurity, doubt, res- 
ignation, social isolation or health problems. A particularly serious problem 
is the calling into question of membership of the group of trainees or em- 
ployees and the ensuing enforced retreat into the family, which in turn leads 
to a delay in the separation process, which is already in any case a poten- 
tial source of conflict. 

Againstthe background of these scientific findings, it is essential for in- 
dividual States to treat youth unemployment as a priority issue. The fact 
that, at least in Switzerland (Eidgendssisches Volkswirtschaftsdepartement, 
2005), there have been passionate arguments about rafts of education- 
policy measures shows that the problem is being taken seriously. Nevertheless, 
the entire debate is based on a burden-oriented scenario based on a deficit. 
How, then, are young people to develop a spirit of hope and confidence? 
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Coping skills in place of burden-oriented 
scenarios 

Our European 'society of labourers' is currently in the midst of a fundamen- 
tal crisis to which no end can be foreseen, but only an end to the hope of 
a return to full employment. This statement may not be true of all the coun- 
tries of E u rope, but nowhere do unemployment and its consequences 
appear to be merely a transitory manifestation, so it would seem that changes 
must be made in the longer term (Beck, 2005). The problem affects us all, 
not only the younger generation but also the older generation, the majori- 
ty of whom have hitherto been in stable employment. 

So all the signs indicate that we need to abandon both the straitjacket- 
ed concept of the society of labourers and our ideas of linear transitions to 
working life. We must learn to live with imponderables, gradually freeing 
ourselves of the illusion of full-time employment and of waiting for things 
to improve. The answer to the question of who is equipped to cope with life 
will ever less often be 'the person with a secure job' and ever more often 
'the person who is competentto handle transitions'. In future, life as a whole 
will become a transition for everybody. This means thata dual coping task 
ensues, firstly a socio-political task facing society as a whole, and second- 
ly a need for young people affected by unemployment to cope with their 
working career. 

However, if we focus only on the suffering involved in youth unem- 
ployment, we cannot manage transitions. What is needed instead is a 
change of direction, from a burden-oriented coping paradigm based on a 
deficit to a competence- and resource-oriented coping paradigm (Krafeld, 
2000; Stauber, 2004). However, it is notjustthe young people affected by 
unemployment who need to change direction, but all of us. 'Burden' implies 
'endangering', sees young people as victims, and promotes resignation 
and feelings of powerlessness. In contrast, 'coping' or 'management' is 
based on developing potential, sees the unemployed as subjects and ac- 
tors, considers every situation to be open to development and change, and 
promotes self-confidence and strengthening of the individual, even in times 
of crisis. However, the previous adherence to the burden-oriented para- 
digm was an initial necessary and important step towards actually recog- 
nising the dramatic nature of the situation. To persist in this view now is, 
though, a retrograde attitude, an adherence to anachronisms, which gets 
in the way of identifying the viewpoints necessary. The paradigm of cop- 
ing behaviour is the optimistic response, designed to strengthen young 
people and to enable them to achieve successful career patterns, de- 
spite the stressful situation in terms of finding jobs. However, coping strate- 
gies do not come about of their own accord. They are primarily the prod- 
uct of the society immediately around the young people, including the be- 
haviour of positive role models in the shape of the adults close to them and 
those who guide them. 
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Consequences 

A concept formulating coping strategies for an uncertain working future 
would be of great significance in developing prevention and intervention 
measures in the context of youth unemployment. However, only a margin- 
al quantity of the relevant knowledge exists. So more research is needed 
into why certain young people are resilient and survive phases of unem- 
ployment undamaged. 'Resilience' is understood as meaning people's ca- 
pacity to overcome crises with the aid of personal and social resources and 
to use them as an opportunity for development. Concepts such as salu- 
togenesis and coping are related to the concept of resilience (Holtmann, 
Schmidt, 2004). All these concepts add to the orientation towards deficits 
and burdens the alternative viewpoint of coping/management. We must, 
however, concede that research into resilience and coping in general is still 
in its infancy, and that we know little about productive forms of coping in 
the context of youth unemployment. They probably include measures such 
as the promotion of ways of finding an identity not restricted to paid em- 
ployment, mobility training, or the capacity to come to terms with changing 
conditions. The development of strategies for resolving problems and con- 
flicts, of positive self-awareness, of stress-management skills or training in 
self-effectiveness should, however, be to the fore. 

U Itimately, the whole problem of youth unemployment lies in the collec- 
tive imagination. Our burden-oriented attitude encourages such trends. 
State support and sponsorship measures are on the right track, but edu- 
cation and training do not consist only of state-organised provision. They 
also involve discussion, conversations with oneself, and the social partic- 
ipation of society in dialogue with those involved. And there is a shortage 
of this in Switzerland - and probably also in many other E uropean coun- 
tries. Our young people are in urgent need of images of success. They 
must be given at least what is most lacking in the current difficult debate - 
primarily, strategies, communicative exchanges and the participation of so- 
ciety, to enable them to cope with uncertain future prospects. 
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